New Mexico Historical Review
Volume 78

Number 2

Article 4

4-1-2003

Social and Cultural Change among the Navajo, Part II
William H. Lyon

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmhr

Recommended Citation
Lyon, William H.. "Social and Cultural Change among the Navajo, Part II." New Mexico Historical Review
78, 2 (2003). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmhr/vol78/iss2/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in New Mexico Historical Review by an authorized editor of UNM Digital Repository. For more information,
please contact disc@unm.edu.

Social and Cultural Change Among the Navajo,
Part II
William H. Lyon
(Concluded from Volume 78, Number 1)

Political Changes
Although the Navajos seek fulfillment in self-determination, tribal government is in essence an Anglo imposition on the Navajo way oflife. From the
1860s until the 1920S and 1930S, no central political institutions existed. The
Navajos presented the peculiar spectacle ofa unified culture in an unsystematic political environment. The government later established at Window Rock
has had to convince its citizens of its efficacy and has drawn flow charts to
clarify the intricacies of Navajo government to the people. Navajo elections
are conducted with great interest. Navajo factionalism betrays a great love for
things political, if not for the enervations of controversy. The one indigenous
institution in the current political framework is the chapter, a local group
somewhat akin to the county or town meeting, that the federal government
introduced in the late 1920S and that was finally incorporated into the political system in 1955. 57
Today, Navajo politicians show the greatest reverence for the Treaty of
1868, which contained the provision justifying the institution oftribal government, but they have steadfastly refused to write a tribal constitution since
1935. Perhaps the explanation for this reluctance to draft a constitution is that
a treaty between two sovereign nations exalts the status of the Navajos. Navajo Nation president (the title "Chairman" has been relinquished) Albert
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Hale told President Clinton that he expected to be received in Washington,
D.C., as formally and officially as the president of France.
Congress and the Supreme Court have laid much on the Indian tribal
governments: the Congressional Civil Rights Act of 1968, a companion to the
Navajo Tribal Council Civil Rights Act of 1967; the Indian Self-Determination and Educational Assistance Act of 1975, which presented the concept
of self-determination without termination and also of Navajo-run school
boards; the Navajo-Hopi Claims Settlement Act of 1974, which imposed an
arbitration of the land dispute with the neighboring Hopi; the Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978, which presumably freed the Native American
Church's (NAC) peyote religion from tribal prohibition; and the Indian
Child Welfare Act of 1978, which placed the control of foster care and adoption of Native children in the hands of the tribe or nation. Tribal responsibility for the elderly is also moving forward. The Navajo-Hopi Observer, on 9
July 2000, reported a current joint effort by four agencies, including the
Leupp Chapter, Coconino County, the state of Arizona, and the Navajo Nation, to provide care facilities for the Navajo elderly, bringing them back to
the reservation from homes in Flagstaff, Winslow, and Phoenix. Tribal responsibility for the elderly, even though financed largely by federal, state, and
county governments, is a new development for the Navajos.
Another regulation applied to Native Americans is the Indian Gaming Act
(1988), which requires state assent to the operation of Indian casinos. This
regulatory mechanism currently has little application to the Navajos, who
have voted against the establishment of casinos either on or off the reservation. Since the states are given a role in the establishment of the Indian casinos, this act reverses the older trend of power flowing exclusively from tribe
or nation to the federal government, obviating the role of the states.
Some political practice of recent years conforms to the traditional framework of Navajo volksgeist, but much of it also must have assimilative impact.
For instance, in response to greater needs for law enforcement on the reservation, the Navajo Tribal Council adopted a tribal law code in 1977, undoubtedly an assimilative act, and there has been an increase in the number of
lawyers and enforcement officials at Window Rock. Uncertainty prevails over
the jurisdiction of Navajo courts, exacerbated by the presence of non-Navajos on the reservation and by the Navajos in the off-reservation Crownpoint,
New Mexico, area. Capital crimes as defined by Congress are still prosecuted
under federal law. Reservation police and judges must perforce cooperate with
state police and judges, and there is even confusion over whether Navajo
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courts have jurisdiction over non-Navajo Indians. The Tribal Council removed Chairman Peter MacDonald from office for malfeasance, and then
he was prosecuted under federal law and incarcerated in a federal prison.
How much of this is traditional, and how much is foreign?
Earlier, scholars thought that homicide among the Navajos was rare, and
that tensions were released through warfare and witchcraft. These scholars
also thought that Navajos lacked strong internal controls. After World War II
acculturative tensions, including increased alcohol consumption, resulted in
greater violence. Because of unstable Navajo marriage, male vulnerability led
to violent crime. The Navajo male was more prone to anomie and committed suicide thirteen times more often than females. However, homicide rates
are currently more stable and are approximately the same as compared to the
non-Navajo rates.
Some have recommended that the Peacemaker Court at Window Rock
(which allegedly falls within the traditional role of Navajo common law and
the leadership of the naat'aanii [local headman]) mediate internal disputes
between individuals. Not all Navajos accept this means of dispute resolution. 58
It may be argued that the Navajo tradition is consensus, not mediation. Many
Navajo cases involve promissory liability and commercial law, which are not
indigenous Navajo concerns and exist apart from the Navajo volksgeist. 59
The drive toward self-determination, a concept perfectly resonant with
Navajo sensibilities, caused The People to grapple with political-economic
functions such as negotiating royalties from the super energy resource corporations (such as Peabody Coal Company); ethical behavior of its council
members, chapter heads, and elected officials; fiscal responsibility ofgovernmental agencies; taxation oflocallands and perhaps even federal trust lands;
freedom of expression in the tribal newspaper, the Navajo Times; separation
of church and state; local autonomy of the school system; economic expansion such as the purchase of new lands and investment properties off the
current reservation and whether they are tax exempt to the state; and other
such issues that resemble the problems of an Anglo American legislature.
Dealing with these issues is a trend toward Anglo practices.
Sovereignty is the current issue around which the preservation of Navajo
culture revolves. It expresses the idea of independence, self-reliance, dignity,
assertiveness, and, of course, some degree of anti-Americanism. Sovereignty
combats the encroachments ofthe state power ofArizona, New Mexico, and
Utah. Great emphasis is placed on the Treaty of 1868, a document reputedly
negotiated between equals, but, in fact, written by the Anglos and containing

170 ~

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME 78, NUMBER 2

virtually the same language as the Treaty of Fort Laramie (1868) and the Treaty
of Medicine Lodge (1867)' The Treaty of 1868 is actually the second Navajo
treaty ratified by the Senate. The earlier pact of 1849, which naturally became
obsolete in time, illustrates the ephemeral nature of treaties. Indeed, the 1868
treaty contains provisions (dictated to the Nava jos by Gen. William Tecumseh
Sherman) such as the maintenance ofa blacksmith's shop, that would not be
germane today. Sovereignty implies citizenship in the Navajo Nation, but it
obviously does not mean exclusive citizenship, for Navajos, like all Indians,
gained U.S. citizenship in 1924. What obligations does each of the citizenships-federal, state, and tribal-require, and when one conflicts with the
other, which one takes precedence? Can reservation Navajos, who do not
pay state and county taxes, vote to increase the tax rate as they recently did
in Coconino County? (Reservation Navajos often shop in the border towns,
where they pay state and city sales taxes.) There is a Navajo "seat" on the
Coconino Board of Supervisors and on the Flagstaff School Board. Navajos
outnumber Anglos in Apache County and hold a majority on the Apache
County Board of Supervisors. Even as nontaxpayers, theysetthe tax rate. Are
there between the two sovereignties conflicts that will eventually need to be
ironed out by Congress or the Supreme Court? How does sovereignty, which
is theoretically indivisible, allow participation in two cultures? Would Navajos achieve true sovereignty by writing a constitution that rigorously defines
citizenship and expresses the true dimensions of Navajoness?
In any discussion of social and cultural change among the Navajos, the
question of social organization-the structure and function of clans-must
be addressed. The early scholars understood that they were not totemic or
phratral; they did not have a mystical relationship with an animal or plant and
were not organized hierarchically or into totemic subdivisions. Their primary
function is exogamous-the prohibition of marriage within one's relational
clans, and the extension of hospitality and ceremonial assistance to clan
brothers and sisters. Traditional Navajos would arrange the marriages oftheir
children outside the parents' clans and would add wives to the nuclear households ifthe husband was a good provider. The new couple(s) resided with the
wife's mother, and property descended through the female, hence the society was matrilocal and matrilineal. The grandmother or an aunt and an uncle
would have some responsibility for raising the child. Clan structures such as
these still promote tribal cohesion. 60
Navajos have failed to live up to thatmatrikin model. In various community
and clan studies, scholars have discovered that clan functions vary regionally,
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and a significant number ofpatrilocal (and maybe patrilineal), neolocal, and
hence biological families exist. Perhaps this variation or "flexibility" in Navajo social organization prevailed as early as the nineteenth century. Today
social structure often includes the nuclear family, newly founded in each
generation, with a mother, father, and children. Navajo families nearly always
confound scholars who expect consistency. Although exogamy may persist,
Navajos are known to leave the reservation to escape obligations to relatives. 6!
To illustrate further the Anglo confusion about Navajo social organization,
in 1946 Clyde Kluckhohn identified the "outfit," an informal working group
beyond the resident community. The outfit contained a number of extended
families who lived within shouting distance of one another and who cooperated at planting or harvesting time. Kluckhohn's notion of the outfit became
controversial to his colleagues who could not confirm it, but his critics used
terms of their own: resident lineages, local clan element, set and network,
and land-use community.62 Once again, Navajo social structures eluded investigators seeking the various levels of social organization. Was Navajo variability in social organization an invitation to change and acculturation?
The Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) attempted further social change
through relocation of Navajos (and Hopis) onto irrigation farms on the Colorado River Indian Reservation, at the Fruitlands community on the San Juan
River in northwest New Mexico, and in the nearby Checkerboard in the
Navajo Indian Irrigation Project. In all, beginning in 1945, 116 Navajo families voluntarily relocated to the Colorado River Indian Reservation, but the
climatic and geographical conditions did not suit most Navajos, and the
Mohave and Chemehuevi Indians reneged on their agreement to settle other
Indians on their reservation, resulting in the virtual shutdown of this experiment. 63 The Fruitlands irrigation experiment began in the 193os. By the 1940S,
the project was embroiled in controversy. Navajos believed they had been
promised larger farm plots than they received, and many of them resisted
newer Navajo arrivals. Some Navajos wanted to raise cash crops rather than
till subsistent farms, and others did not want to go out at night to water their
fields. At times they failed to close the headgates and waterlogged the land.
Tom T. Sasaki attempted to measure the social change at Fruitland and
found a strange blend of Navajo and White ways. Fear of increased contact
with non-Navajos caused Enemyway to be sung more frequently. Federal
officials suffered much abuse. The availability ofwage work increased under
the New Deal, during the war, and after the war when the El Paso Natural
Gas Company built its pipeline. In opposition to the irrigation programs,
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Navajos abandoned their crops just when they should have been harvested.
In the new economic and social environment, Navajos faced severe adjustments. Some Navajos found rigid work schedules difficult. The matrilocal
family was under siege. The son-in-law no longer had to live with his wife's
folks; wage work took the father away from home, and he no longer told the
children the myths. The maternal uncle did not discipline the children. The
wife participated in the money decisions. The change, says Sasaki, was multidimensional and varied in its rate. Men and the young acculturated more rapidly; women were more apt to convert to Christianity. Disorganization also
resulted, manifested by alcoholism, marrying within clans, and the decline of
cooperative work. 64
The Navajo Indian Irrigation Project (NIIP) was the third new farming
enterprise, which for many years failed to live up to its promise. In 1962 the
federal government completed the construction of the Navajo Dam east of
Farmington on the San Juan River. Canals were then built southward to deliver water to off- and on-reservation areas for one large corporate farm, which
would raise commercial crops for the market. Sheep-grazing lands were converted into farmlands, although some doubted whether all of the soil was suitable for agriculture. The Tribal Council also created the Navajo Agricultural
Products Industry (NAPI) to administer the raising and distribution of the
produce. This large-scale enterprise illustrates the economic changes that
Navajos may be undergoing. Navajos had previously grazed small herds of
sheep in a labor-intensive family enterprise but increasingly became wage
earners on a large, corporate, capital-intensive farm. Was a White-managed
corporate enterprise destroying the traditional Navajo way oflife? At first there
were many delays in building canals, in selecting the proper lands to be cultivated, and in procuring enough scarce water. Market conditions did not
favor the profitable sale of agricul tural products. But in 1991, there was some
hope for profit-making. Still, Navajos employed in the NIIP and NAPI were
engaged in a nontraditional work environment. 6s
Certainly social and cultural change accelerated among the Navajos who
moved off the reservation. Some Navajos moved to the border towns of
Gallup, Farmington, Cortez, Holbrook, Winslow, and Flagstaff-Bellemont.
Navajos resided in border towns from one to three years, engaged primarily
in wage work, and achieved a higher level of education. Incidentally, a great
majority of them declared that they were Christian. In Flagstaff the Native
Americans for Community Action (NACA) earned a reputation as a bourgeois institution, concentrating on the problem of alcoholism, on providing
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entertainment, and on neglecting to ease the average Native American into
the non-Indian community environment. Actually, living in the border community preserved an attachment to the reservation. Many returned weekly.
Navajos isolated themselves from the life of the host community and knew
very little about other emigrant Navajos. This isolation particularly characterized Navajos in the larger urban communities. 66
Navajos also ventured farther away than the border towns. After World
War II, the BIA sought to remedy the long, dry wartime spell by placing
young unschooled Navajos (and other Indians) in special education programs
at newly opened boarding schools in Brigham City, Utah, and Riverside,
California. The government implemented other off-reservation programs.
Congress, finally bowing to BIA requests, authorized vocational training in
urban centers in 1956. Under this policy of relocation, Navajos could take up
residence in Los Angeles, Phoenix, Albuquerque, or Denver, learn a trade,
and thus escape the poor economic prospects of the reservation. "Relocation," although it was voluntary and Navajos joined or left the program at will,
had a bad connotation, and in the 1960s, under ComI. Ind. Affs. Philleo
Nash's watch, the term "employment assistance" was adopted. The BIA set
up Employment Assistance Offices in Los Angeles, Chicago, Oakland, San
Jose, Denver, and other cities. In addition, in the 1960s the federal government transferred many services from the BIA to other national agencies.
Healthcare, social security, agricultural extension, education, housing, and
economic development were transferred to diverse federal sources. During
the Great Society years of the mid-1960s, the Office of Navajo Economic
Opportunity, which also administered Volunteers in Service to America
(VISTA) and the Job Corps, plowed large amounts of money into the reservation. The Great Society granted economic subsidies, established vocational instruction, and set an example by sending out ambassadors. During
this period diaspora Navajos agitated for access to federal subsidies, a campaign that decreased the availability of funds for reservation Navajos.67
This increase in federal activities enhanced the rate of social and cultural
change, raising the question of how much acculturation was taking place.
There was less stock raising, less craft income as a proportion oftotal income,
more wage work, and more neolocal families by the mid-196os than in previous years. The old cooperating kinship networks declined. If social scientists
assumed that economic and social changes on the reservation transformed
Navajo social organization and integrated Navajo society into the surrounding states, they in fact observed no consistent trend. For every observation that
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conformed to expectations, there was one that contradicted it. Researchers
found little or no agreement, but perhaps, this lack of consensus reflected
Navajo variability and flexibility in the face of change. The unclear results of
these studies suggest that researchers were not vague but simply recorded
what they saw. Henderson and Levy found little pattern and predictability to
Navajo social change and the process of acculturation, which some consider
a pejorative term, difficult to describe or analyze. Sam D. Gill has detected
little uniformity in color symbolism in the complex Navajo ritual, in contrast
to the analyses of Reichard, Wyman, and Lamphere. The variation of color
choices may reflect Navajo individualism. 68
What of Navajos in the large urban centers of Denver and Albuquerque?
William H. Hodge identified push-pull factors that brought Navajos to the
New Mexico urban environment. Navajos were pushed offthe reservation by
poverty, family conflicts, marriage to a non-Navajo, attendance at a BIA offreservation school, and service in the U.S. military. Albuquerque itself pulled
Navajos to job opportunities, a higher standard of living, medical care, and a
refuge from reservation frustrations. But the reservation might pull Navajos
back, and the city might push them out. Approximately one-half of Navajos
were drawn back by family ties and obligations, the more relaxed reservation
atmosphere, and greater comfort with the native language. The Navajos were
pushed out of urban centers by failure to find a satisfactory job and obtain an
adequate standard ofliving, by loneliness, and by perceived White prejudice
against Indians. But Hodge found it hard to generalize because of too many
independent variables. His findings, he says, were heuristic; they were empirical but unprovable. 69
The story of the Denver Navajos is similar. Many stayed, integrated, or
even detribalized if they were there long enough. They married, initially
entered an enclave of Navajos, found a job commensurate with their training, and became comfortable in the competitive Anglo society. Even those
who adjusted may have returned to the reservation after staying in the city for
a while. Others left sooner if they did not find a job, earned low wages, found
hard the adjustment to the Anglo work regimen, spoke English poorly, thought
Anglos did not like Indians, opposed identification with Hispanics and Blacks,
became enmeshed in alcoholism, or got homesick. Navajos in the city did
not form a close band with other Navajos and, if they stayed long enough,
tended to associate with Anglos. Much depended ultimately on their educational background, employment opportunities, and psychological stability.
However, a high degree of acculturation did not necessarily mean a high
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personal acceptance of the White society. In fact, as in so many cases of cultural contact, Navajo adoption of other traits seems tentative, ambiguous,
contradictory, and unpredictable. 70
Social Change and SNBH
Scholars have observed that the Navajos and even other Indian societies are
capable of impressive social and cultural change. But are the changes that do
not breech SNBH procedural, technological, and superficial? Perhaps historical evidence does not always sustain the contention that SNBH is impervious. The adoption of two religions-the Emergence myth in the early
1700S and the NAC in the 193os-may signify Navajo amenability to nonmaterial ideas that challenge the status of SNBH. Also, this core value may be
weakened by the Navajo diaspora, which calls into play the Native belief that
their culture can only remain intact within the sacred Navajo boundaries.
Let us look at the observations of investigators. Evon Vogt noted that the
Navajos, unlike their Apache cousins, adapted their social organization to
Pueblo culture in the sixteenth century by introducing agriculture and pastoralism, the Emergence myth, and changes in costume and dress, by replacing
the shaman with the medicine man and hand trembler, and by developing
different political procedures. Yet Vogt believed that Navajo integration was
incorporative, that it added elements and did not fuse with the Spanish as did
the Yaquis, or compartmentalize as did the eastern Pueblos. Many of the
Navajo traits that in 1961 Vogt predicted would endure have not remained
intact. 7l Some of these changes are basically procedural and material, but
others seem substantive and intellectual. They seem to have affected SNBH.
Lamphere likewise assessed the impact ofAnglo America on the Navajos
since World War II. She noted several changes that have reshaped Navajo
society: the decline of the traditional pastoral economy, the rise of welfare
and wages, lower mortality rates, increased mobility from the reservation to
urban centers and to border towns, the impact oftechnology, improved educational facilities, and the change in burial practices. Added to the list are
hospitals, pickup trucks, household appliances, square frame houses, and
Pentecostal religion. 72
Farella also saw change as basic to Navajo culture, but he perceived it as
procedural and materialistic only. The core was preserved, SNBH was sacred. Navajos are changing in order to remain traditional. They are altering
their technology to maintain their epistemology or their traditional fund of
knowledge.73
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A more pessimistic view of the survival of Navajo culture came from Levy
and Kunitz, who suggest (for discussion) that anomie and social disorganization result not from Anglo-induced social pathology but from aboriginal culture, which predisposes people to manifest certain deviancies. Acculturation
may not be the problem. Western concepts of social pathology may not explain social disintegration. Western institutions and other imports may keep
traditions going; welfare in fact keeps subsistence farming alive, and the NAC
releases stress. Levy and Kunitz counsel caution in blaming Anglo Americans
and exonerating the traditional Navajos.74
Other scholars have acknowledged change. Frisbie highlighted social and
cultural change among the Navajos, especially adaptations in the twentieth
century, arguing that Navajo society has always been in a state of flux. 75 Although Frisbie did not articulate basic change, Oliver La Farge implied that
SNBH was on trial. In his best-selling novel Laughing Boy (1929), traditional
Navajo culture triumphed over the Anglo import, but La Farge admitted, in
his preface to the 1962 edition, that the Navajo way oflife had passed. In 1915,
the very year that the story took place, an ominous event occurred when the
first automobile drove through Marsh Pass-Long House Valley. La Farge
contended that John Collier's reforms of the 1930S sounded the ultimate
death knell.76
William Y. Adams denied that a death knell has sounded, but he conceded
that social and cultural change has transpired. The Navajos mightily resisted
Collier's reforms, although they finally accepted tribal government, sheep reduction, and a Navajo-based day school. Collier had won something, Adams
said. Ifwe assert that, in the nineteenth century, Navajo culture was stable and
unchanging, we should remember instead that the Navajo system has never
been closed or self-sufficient. Early on, it always had some dependence on the
Pueblos, and today Anglo influence is tremendous. But Adams states that unyielding, nonmaterial core values are impervious to change. That intangible,
which La Farge saw as dying and Adams saw as living, must be SNBH.77
Sasaki plowed the furrow more deeply, emphasizing the ambiguities and
contradictions in the newly formed irrigation community of Fruitland, as we
have already seen. The newer community exhibited the characteristics of
steady wage work, new-style agriculture as more alfalfa was planted, more
mobility as cars and trucks were driven, and the prevalence of the nuclear
family, which experienced more conflicts. While the number of sings remained the same, Navajos evidently felt that the ceremonials did not have
the same religious efficacy. Change varied according to the individual's readi-
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ness, age, sex, interest group, and cultural aspect. Disorganization showed
itself in the practice of drinking, marrying within the clan, the decline of
cooperative work, and the survival of witchcraft. As with the Adams-Ruffing
study of Shonto, material culture was most affected, but nonmaterial changes
such as SNBH must have occurred also.73
Although the idea of social and cultural change is inherent in the discipline of anthropology, a full-scale study of the Navajos has been neglected.
Heretofore, anthropologists have tended to analyze a slice of culture, perhaps
in static terms. With historical perspective, a sense of the flow of time, the
movement from one stage to another, change becomes more apparent. The
founding of the journal Ethnohistory in 1953 signified a new interest in the
study of non-Anglo cultures. Yet strangely enough, no one has surveyed the
complicated and paradoxical litany of changes that have occurred among the
Navajos. What happens when two cultures come into contact with each other?
It seems like a simple question, and one that should be seriously studied.
James Axtell examined cross-cultural understandings between American
Indian and colonial societies. He looked at both sides ofthe equation: EnglishFrench influence on the Indians and Indian influences on Europeans. The
Indians, he says, adapted and reacted to colonial culture, while the sparsely
settled Europeans adopted traits from the more experienced Indians and examined themselves as they contemplated the totally "other" societies on the
North American continent. Transplanted Europeans, on the other hand,
thought that they must eliminate savagery in the Indians and teach them the
habit of civility as conceived by colonial Englishmen. As an ethnohistorian,
Axtell asks new questions and has formed the hypothesis that the way a people
use or adapt traits from another culture is more instructive of social change
or acculturation than what they adopt. I am not sure that he describes the way
or that I know the way in which the Navajo social change occurred, but his
account is an inspiration to scholars who think about two societies that confront one another. 79
It is probably worth noting that the subject of social and cultural change
among American Indian societies is not a high priority among anthropologists today. In a 1997 survey of fifteen leading scholars on their research projects today, none mentioned the tribes in America. The list of topics ranged
from tooth decay and "My Cuban Nanny" to visual illiteracy and mental
illness. These trendy issues of postmodernism ignored traditional research
topics, and contemporary anthropologists usually couched their studies in
mind-numbing jargon. 30
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For the sake of discussion, for inspiring interest in an important topic, let
me hypothesize about the social changes being brought about in modern day
social interaction. First of all, what have the Navajos contributed to Anglo
society?
The Navajos have contributed hozhoni: "In beauty before me I walk; in
beauty behind me I walk; in beauty above me I walk; in beauty below me I
walk" - a world of harmony and well-being, a world without sin and guilt.
This Navajo attitude is reflected in their greeting: ya'at'eeh-hello, it is good.
The Navajos have added to the beauty of our lives, homes, and offices with
their incomparable weavings and jewelry, rugs, and silverwork. They have,
perhaps, brought a calm and a relaxed spirit to many of us.
The Navajos have made a substantial contribution to the economic life of
the border communities. Unfortunately, there is a tendency for money to
flow out of the reservation to these communities. Navajos come in to shop,
but also to live and go to school. The border communities also contribute to
a higher economic, social, and cultural life of the Navajos.
What is the impact of the Anglos on the Navajo ethos? Edward Spicer has
pointed out that the concept acculturation involves the phenomenon of
change when two cultures come into contact. Since we popularly refer to the
Anglo culture as the dominant one, we run the risk of ethnocentrism and
hence a distortion of our account in favor of one culture over another. 81
Nevertheless, if I may venture to list traits before looking at the core of
survival, let me divide the distinguishing qualities into three groups: those
that persist, those that are modified (ambiguous) or intertwined (related to
other traits), and finally those that are displaced (supplanted). Those qualities
that will persist, mostly unaffected, are witchcraft, Blessingway and Enemyway, and perhaps the core concept SNBH. What will be modified or diminished are the matriarchate (both locality and descent); the language, which
will be spoken by a minority; the vast panoply of traditional religion, except
for Blessingway and Enemyway; the fear of the dead; the ceremonial hogan;
the psychological curative powers of the medicine man; and the clan functions of exogamy and hospitality. Intertwined with Anglo belief is the Navajo
dedication to knowledge. Those traits that have died or will die out are polygamy, mother-in-law avoidance, the fish taboo, the corn-pollen pouch (unless
Blessingway preserves it), sheepherding as the dominant economic endeavor,
and the universality of the Navajo language.
Culture contacts expose an ethos to other outlooks with what might be a
contrary sense of right and wrong. Culture contacts also question the old
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basic idea of what is good and what is bad, and depict certain aspects of the
old culture in an uncertain light; that is, contacts create a malaise or anomie
that is exhibited in alcoholism, mental depression, passivity, conflict, and violence. Social dysfunction is one side effect on Navajos.
What are Navajos adopting from the Anglo culture? They like many ofthe
material things but intangible things as well: cars and pickup trucks, television sets, frame houses, monogamous marriage, formal education, running
water and flushing toilets, basketball, Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, wage work
and salaries, unified tribal government and the local chapters, the English
language, evangelical Christianity where Navajo ministers officiate, burial of
the dead, Western dress, time promptness, acceptance of the idea that new
knowledge can be added to the storehouse, athletic competition, social security, welfare, federal subsidies, institutionalized care of the elderly and mentally challenged, participation in beauty pageants and rodeo contests, and the
development of a social stratum that is akin to the bourgeois or middle class. 82
Young Navajos at Dine College have learned and applied new knowledge to
fields of activity such as government service, the arts, and business.
There is one beliefthat the Navajos and Anglos share equally: that knowledge possesses the power to liberate and restore. Those who possess the
knowledge of deities - the medicine men - cure mankind ofhis excesses and
bring harmony back into life. By the same token the Anglo investment in
research and development signifies a faith in the role of knowledge to bring
a better life. Although traditional Navajos do not believe there is new knowledge-here the two belief systems diverge-they do agree that the intellectual is compelling, just as the Anglo scholar believes. Both Navajos and
Anglos share a common dedication to the role of the mind.
The highly intellectual and spiritual concept SNBH means a great reverence for life, the wisdom of the elders, harmony, dignity, an active life along
a chosen path, the fulfillment of one's personality, the exercise of one's full
potential, the fruition of one's talents in old age, the inner-directed life, the
dominance ofspiritual values over the material, and the concept of a chosen
people. It is into this mold of the good life that Navajos would pour their
responses to the zeitgeist ofthe modern world, would Nava joize the traits they
borrow from the alien world, and would remain true to their Navajo center.
If Europeans had never set foot on the North American continent, the
migrating Navajos would have undergone massive social and cultural
changes, as indeed they have done since their trek from Lake Athabasca to
Gobernador Canyon. They had demonstrated their penchant for flexibility
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before they ever encountered the White man, for example with their adoption of the Emergence myth to displace the old hunter tradition. Since the
Spanish and the Americans confronted them, Navajos have been socially and
culturally assaulted and nearly all oftheir material characteristics have either
been affected, diminished, or displaced. Will the core, located in the spiritual realm, the essence of their belief system, remain impervious to social
change?
Navajos have a fear that their traditional values are being lost. 83 They see
so many changes around them. Within the Navajo ethos is the belief that
their cultural traits are only valid within the confines of the Four Sacred
Mountains-within the boundary lines marked out by Blanca Peak in Colorado (Sisnaajini), Mount Taylor in New Mexico (Tsoodzil), San Francisco
Peaks in Arizona (Dook'ooosli'id), and Mount Hesperus in southwestern
Colorado (Dibentsaa). This belief underscores the traditional idea ofplacedness, of interpreting their land as sacred. But because Dineteh cannot support the burgeoning Navajo population, many must find a new place outside
the sacred boundaries. Somehow the Navajos have not found a Jeremiah
who preaches that their religion and their ethos must be carried in their hearts
away from the Holy Land. Navajos fear that Navajo culture will be lost if it
moves outside the boundaries. To them, the destruction of Navajo culture
seems eminent. This view casts doubt on the preservation of SNBH.
Thus Navajo culture has embraced change on both material andnonmaterial levels and in procedural and substantive realms. Within its ethos
SNBH would preserve for the Navajos an essential quality of Navajoness,
unless the diaspora degrades that basic nature, as the Navajos fear it might.
Social change in a society is intricate, and plotting its course depends on
many variable, multidimensional factors. We can only be certain that change
is going on but not necessarily what the outcome of change will be.
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